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Rationale
The adult education community is becoming increasingly aware of the number of adult students
who come to Adult Education with special learning needs. Estimates of adults with true learning
disabilities range from 20 to 80% of the adult education population (National Adult Literacy and
Learning Disabilities Center, 1995a & b; Ross, 1988; Ryan & Price, 1992). While these numbers are
rarely supported by formal diagnostic data, adult education practitioners observe students who, despite
all efforts, do not progress steadily like their peers, become frustrated, frustrate their tutors and
instructors, and eventually drop out of education once more (Hoy & Gregg, 1984; Ryan & Price, 1992).
Part of the frustration might well be due to the lack of data available in order to individualize
instruction for the specific learning needs and styles of the adult student (Ross-Gordon, 1989; Ryan &
Price, 1992). To address this problem, a method for gathering information from the student related to
his or her past educational experiences is needed to reveal information about particular learning
difficulties, learning styles, and compensatory skills. Furthermore, those revelations need to be mapped
onto best practices from the special education field in order to match teaching methods to learning
needs.
This Screening has been designed as a first step toward such a comprehensive intake evaluation.
It is designed to involve the adult student in their instructional plans by tapping into the compensatory
strategies they have already developed, a step that has been acknowledged as a key to success with
students with learning disabilities (Hamilton, 1983; Ross-Gordon, 1989). Throughout the Screening,
identifying student strengths is emphasized and suggestions are made for the tutor to utilize those
strengths to compensate for weaknesses. This Screening and Tutor Guide, along with the interview
experience, which lasts an average of one hour, was developed to steer the tutor/student pair past
obvious instructional pitfalls and toward an individualized instruction plan with appropriate materials
and methods.
The research leading to this Screening and Tutor Guide was sponsored by a VISTA Volunteer
grant to Literacy Volunteers of Maricopa County, Arizona, to address their inclusion of adults with
special learning needs. Identified needs within Literacy Volunteers were tutor knowledge about learning
disabilities and remediation methods, and identification of student learning difficulties and styles. Two
surveys conducted in Arizona as part of this project, one given to 384 adult education students and the
other to 54 adult education practitioners, greatly informed the final product.
The resulting Screening and Tutor Guide was developed to help adult education facilities, such
as Literacy Volunteers of Maricopa County, identify gross learning difficulties and offer remediation
suggestions, but it stops short of diagnosis of any specific disability. It is designed to be a resource for
the literacy agency to be administered if a student:
A) scores at or below the third grade level on an initial intake administration of a reading
evaluation such as the TABE or WRAT;
B) shows an inability to write a one paragraph essay (judged by the tutor or intake evaluator); or
C) if a student exhibits significant educational difficulty during instruction.
The criteria for administration were decided upon as indicative of a failure to attain the stage of
knowledge integration necessary to make use of further instruction without specific remediation (Kirk
& Chalfant, 1984. p.171).
The Silver Screening is organized in five sections: Developmental History, School History,
Perceptual Strengths, Learning Strategies, and Learning Styles.
1. Developmental History spans birth history to substance abuse.
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2. School History is designed to identify a lack of educational opportunity, personal and family
school history, and a general performance profile.
3. Perceptual Strengths covers visual and auditory perception, memory, and discrimination;
attention; and oral language.
4. Learning Strategies questions attitude, organizational skills, and learning techniques.
5. Learning Styles covers distractions, memory strategies, and environmental factors.
In an effort to more fully include the student’s past experiences and compensatory skills already in use,
questions are asked regarding habits, preferred learning modes, memory strategies, and attitude. Also in
keeping with the philosophy that assessments should be a means of helping the adult live more fully
(Ross-Gordon, 1989), many of the suggestions are techniques the student can employ in other life
situations, such as using a spell checker or word processor, finding and/or making large print text,
mnemonics, color coding, audio taping spoken information, etc.
The Tutor Guide is designed in two sections side by side, Background and Suggestions. The
Background section addresses each of the Screening questions with information for the
tutor/administrator, giving explanations for inclusion of the questions and an overview of the kind of
information which can be gleaned from the students’ answers. It is intended that tutors will have
received some training on literacy tutoring and special learning needs before administering the
Screening.
The Suggestions section focuses on instructional methods and compensatory and remedial
techniques suggested for the deficits and strengths revealed. The educational methods suggested are
largely derived from current best practices in special education literature.
The Screening is designed to be kept closely tied to instruction, to be given by the tutor or
instructor who will be assigned to that student or by an educator who will develop an individualized
instruction plan in a three way conference with the student and tutor. It is hoped that this Screening and
its accompanying Guide will circumvent a tutor or instructor’s trial and error approach to instructional
methods and materials and guide the tutor/student pair along a more successful and individualized path
that reflects the student’s strengths as well as weaknesses.
Acknowledgments:
Along the way, many friends and colleagues have read this Screening and Tutor Guide and have
contributed invaluable input into its present form. It would not have come to be without the
encouragement of the directors at LVMC and from professors in the College of Education at the
University of Arizona.
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Date of Interview ____________________

THE SILVER SCREENING
Name __________________________________________________________________
Date of Birth ____________________________________________________________
Name of Interviewer ______________________________________________________
Materials needed: blank sheet of paper, pencil

I. Developmental History
1. Do you remember if you started speaking on time as a child?

Yes_____ No_____

Describe ________________________________________________________________
2. Were you well coordinated as a child?

Yes_____ No_____

Describe ________________________________________________________________
3. Did you get along with other children when you were little or were you overly shy or aggressive?
OK_____ Not OK_____
Describe ________________________________________________________________
4. Childhood illnesses: (check all that apply)
_____ Birthing problems: difficult labor_____ induced labor_____ forceps_____
Anoxia (lack of oxygen)____ due to______________________________
_____ Premature birth; how many months early?_____
_____ Hospitalization as infant? Describe ______________________________________
_____ Serious allergies
_____ Measles/chicken pox
_____ Mumps
_____ Malnutrition
_____ Rheumatic fever
_____ Poisoning
_____ Other? Describe _______________________________________________________
5. Head trauma or injury from accidents or falls?

Yes_____ No_____

Describe and give age: ________________________________________________________
6. High fevers and ear infections or aches?

Yes_____ No_____

Describe and give age: ________________________________________________________
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7. Seizure disorders?

Yes_____ (If yes, still under medication? _____) No_____

Describe and give age: ________________________________________________________
8. Are you right handed or left handed?
Right_____ Left_____
Say to student: “Imitate what I do.”
1. Put your right hand to your nose.
2. Repeat with left.
3. Put left hand on right ear.
4. Put right hand on left ear.
5. Fold your arms with your right arm over your left.
6. Clasp your hands with your left thumb over the right.
7. Touch your left elbow with your right thumb.
Number of actions done correctly: _____
Did you learn to drive at the same time as your peers? Yes_____
9. Mobility problems?

Yes_____

No_____

No____

Describe: ________________________________________________________________
Do you use assistance?

Yes_____

No_____

Describe: ________________________________________________________________
10. Have you ever had a substance abuse problem?

Yes_____

No_____

Describe, if willing: ________________________________________________________
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II. School History
11. A) At what age did you start school? _____
Was English your original language Yes_____

No_____

B) How many schools did you attend from Kindergarten through the sixth grade? ______
From seventh grade through high school? _______________
C) How many hours per week did you work through high school? ___________________
12. A) Do you remember in which grade school started getting difficult for you?
B) Did you ever have to repeat a grade?
If yes, when was it? _____________

Yes_____

No_____

13. Were you ever tested for special education or receive special learning help?
Yes_____ No_____
If yes, at what age did you receive help? _____
What special services do you remember receiving?
_____ Chapter/Title I
_____ Speech/Language Therapy
_____ Counseling
_____ Tutoring
_____ ESL/ELL/ESOL
_____ Special Education Class Placement
_____ Other Describe ___________________________________________________
14. A) Were any of your brothers or sisters placed in special education classes or receive
special learning help? Yes_____
No_____
Describe ______________________________________________________________
B) Were either of your parents or have any of your children been tested for and/or placed
in special education o r receive special learning help? Yes_____ No_____
Describe:_________________________________________________
15. A) In elementary school, which subjects were harder for you?
_____reading
_____spelling
_____comprehension _____mathematics
_____vocabulary
_____getting along with others
_____writing
_____other: _________________________________________
What were your favorite subjects in elementary school? _________________________
What grades did you receive in them? _______________________________________
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16. Did you ever have a teacher who helped you learn better than other teachers?
Yes_____ No_____
What did that teacher do that was different? __________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
Were you able to use any of the strategies that teacher taught you in other classes?
Yes_____ No_____

7

III. Perceptual Strengths
17. C)
Interviewer:
Present the following list of symbols and a separate piece of paper for the student to look at for
five (5) seconds, take the list away, wait 10 seconds and then ask him/her to recall or reproduce
the symbols in order.



n

x

u

l
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III. Perceptual Strengths
17. D)
Interviewer:
Present the following figures for the student to copy (leave the figures to look at while
drawing).
Say: Draw these figures as you see them.
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III. Perceptual Strengths
17. A) Do you have any vision problems?

Yes_____ No____

Has your vision been checked recently?

Yes_____ No____

Are you able to read road signs while driving?

Yes_____ No____

Do you get eyestrain or headaches from reading or close work? Yes_____ No____
B) Do you often lose your place while reading?

Yes_____ No____

C. Interviewer: Present the following list of symbols and a separate piece of paper for the
student to look at for five (5) seconds, take the list away, wait 10 seconds and then ask
him/her to recall or reproduce the symbols in order.


n

x

u

●

Number correct: _______

D.. Interviewer: Present the following figures for the student to copy (leave the figures to look
at while drawing).
Say: Draw these figures as you see them.

18. A) Do you have any hearing problems?

Yes_____No____

Has your hearing been checked recently?

Yes_____ No____

B) Interviewer: Pronounce the following words slowly and articulately, but do not exaggerate
vowels.
Say: Tell me if the following pairs of words are the same or different.
pen/pin

dog/dug

pick/pick

tin/ten

conversation/conservation

Record the number of correct discriminations: ____________
C) Interviewer: Read these words with three second breaks between them, wait 10 seconds
after finishing the list and ask student to reproduce the list in writing or out loud, in order.
match

swim

bank

play

floor

glass

Record the number correct: ____________
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D) How many syllables do you hear in the following words?
basement ___(2)

gymnasium ___(4)

particular ___(4)

19. Do you have problems concentrating?

effort ___(2)

Yes_____ No____

What would you say your concentration limit is in minutes? _________________
Do you often feel restless and agitated, even when you are doing something you enjoy?
Yes_____ No____

Describe: __________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
20. Ask learner to write two sentences about him or herself (use the same sheet as used for
previous questions and keep writing sample and drawings with the screening when completed).
Score:

Conventional

Unconventional

spelling

_______

_______

pencil grip

_______

_______

legibility

_______

_______

uniform letter size

_______

_______

uniform letter spacing

_______

_______

letters set properly on line

_______

_______

21. A) Say: Create a sentence with the word “shopping.” Record the sentence _____________
________________________________________________________________________
B) Say: Explain the proverb “Too many cooks spoil the soup.” Record answer _________
________________________________________________________________________
C) Do you have trouble stating questions to get the information you need?
Yes_____

No____

Describe ______________________________________________________________
D) Do you have trouble retelling a story from an incident or event you saw?
Yes_____

No____

Describe ______________________________________________________________
E) Do you have trouble retelling a joke or funny story you heard?
Yes_____

No____

Describe ______________________________________________________________
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IV. Learning Strategies
22. A) On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rank your test anxiety?
(low)

1 2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

(high)

B) How would you rank your attitude toward studying?
Now

(poor)

1 2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

(good)

In the past

(poor)

1 2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

(good)

23. A) Do you have and use a calendar at home?

Yes_____ No____

If yes, how do you use it?_________________________________________________
B) Would you say that you are an organized person?

Yes_____ No____

If no, what would help you get better organized? _______________________________
______________________________________________________________________
24. When you were in school, did you feel like your studying methods were effective?
Yes_____

Why? _________________________________________________________

No_____

Why not? ______________________________________________________

25. When you have to understand something new, do you
_____ write out a summary;
_____ explain it to someone else;
_____ use a dictionary, encyclopedia or other book;
_____ draw a chart, picture, diagram, etc. for yourself;
_____ try and organize the material in a new way that makes sense to you?
_____ other:_______________________________________________________________
26. Have you needed or wanted to learn something recently, and if so, how did you go about
learning how to do that task? _________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
27. What would you like your instructor to know about the way you learn? ________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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V. Learning Styles
28. When you are trying to concentrate, what kinds of things distract you?
_____ other people talking
_____ seeing other people or things happening outside
_____ being tired or sleepy
_____ being restless
_____ being too hot or too cold
_____ not being interested in the lesson
_____ thinking about other thing;
_____ other:_______________________________________________________________
29. If someone tells you a phone number, what is the best way for you to remember it?
_____ write it down
_____ repeat it to yourself many times
_____ dial it once or twice
_____ imagine the pattern the numbers make on the phone
_____ just seeing it once will do it
_____ just hearing it once will do it
_____ other:_______________________________________________________________
30. What is the best way for you to learn to spell a word?
_____ write it down a few times
_____ pretend to write it down
_____ say the letters silently or aloud to yourself
_____ look at it
_____ spelling is no problem, it comes naturally
_____ other:_______________________________________________________________
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31. A) Is it hard to follow a long list of instructions, such as when someone gives you
directions? Yes, always _____

Sometimes _____

Not often _____

B) What is the best way for you to remember directions to a new place?
_____ write it down
_____ have the person giving them write them down
_____ look at a map before you start
_____ go with someone else in a car or walking before you have to go by yourself
_____ talk through the route and make mental notes of the landmarks along the way
_____ other:_______________________________________________________________
32. Which of the following are part of your ideal learning environment?
(Read across and check all that apply.)
_____ dim lighting

_____ bright or day light

_____ soft music

_____ quiet

_____ be alone

_____ be with others

_____ early in the day
_____ able to move around
_____ an organized space

OR

_____ late in the day
_____ sit still in a comfortable spot
_____ a cluttered space

_____ cool temperature

_____ warm temperature

_____ self chosen, open-ended project

_____ structured project

_____ frequent feedback

_____ little feedback

_____ snacks

_____ no food or drink
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Background

Suggestions

I. Development:
1 – 3) A developmental delay is often a parent or educator’s
first sign that a child might have a learning problem. Many
adults will not readily remember the stories of their
developmental history. Give the student time and
encouragement to think of what he/she might have heard
parents say about his/her childhood.

4) Childhood illnesses can greatly affect a growing brain:
birthing trauma, malnutrition, and lead poisoning are all
suspected correlates of learning disabilities.
5) Head trauma from accidents or falls, no matter at what age,
can have a significant influence on a person’s cognitive
abilities. Many people experience a concussion or a black out
from an accident and never get checked for brain injury. If the
student remembers such an accident, have him/her describe
the fall and the blow.

1 - 3) Some developmental lags are due merely to slow
maturation and leave no performance gaps, others may indicate
an ongoing processing weakness. Ask the student to tell all
they know about the continuing effects from a developmental
delay on their school and social history. They may have received
remediation for the problem through school or private tutors.
4) Acknowledgment of serious childhood illnesses is a good
indicator to look closely for perceptual weaknesses.
5) Language production and comprehension centers are both
located on the left side of the brain, vision centers are at the
lower back on both hemispheres, abstract thinking and
concept formation centers are located in both frontal lobes.
Since the brain floats inside the skull, a hit on the right side
usually effects the left side of the brain more severely. lf you
get any specifics on the location of the brain trauma, you may
be able to identify a learning problem more precisely.

6) Chronic and/or severe high fevers and ear infections can
lead to brain damage. Chronic ear infections can also interfere
with a person’s hearing often enough to cause. him/her to stop
relying on or trusting the information received through sound.
Severe allergies can have the same effect (see #4).

6) Be sure to assess auditory functions carefully to get a better
idea if any hearing loss or auditory channel weakness remains.
If you suspect hearing loss, have student stand 20' away with
back turned and whisper words and numbers, if they have
difficulty reproducing them, suggest a/hearing exam (Kirk &
Chalfant, 1984, p. 155). Correlate information with answers
18 A – C.

7) Epilepsy is not a learning disability, but prolonged seizure
activity can affect short and long term memory and can
indicate brain injuries. Petit mal seizures are those that
involve no obvious physical convulsions but a lapse in
attention; these interruptions in attention can be a real
handicap in a learning situation.

7) Give an epileptic or seizure-prone student lots of
opportunities for review and multi-channel learning of each
concept.

8) Laterality refers to a person’s own body awareness and is
necessary to developing an outer sense of directionality. Many
people with learning problems have difficulty with laterality.
An outer sense of directionality is necessary for a person to
perceive the directional differences between b and d, p and q,
g and 9, etc., and to learn handwriting skills. Teenagers with
laterality problems usually have great difficulty with the skills
needed for driving: right and left directions, right and left foot
coordination, steering across the midline, looking in mirrors,
etc.

8 A) If left handed, ask how learner was taught handwriting
skills; lefties forced to write with their right hand often have
residual difficulties with laterality and handwriting.
B) If a person scores less than 100% on these simple
imitations and directions, he/she may have a laterality problem
or a problem with directions (see # 31).
A person with directionality confusion may need cues to
remember where to begin reading or doing arithmetic; color
coding material may help (underline first word in green and
color the period red, or color the arithmetic operation signs
green and the equal sign red [Kirk & Chalfant, 1984, p. 85]).
Window slot cards that are slid over a line of text as it is read
may help (Velten & Sampson, 1978). Encourage exercises or
sports like aerobics that help build body awareness.

9) Ask about mobility issues in order to serve the student’s
needs fully.

9) Student might not know of all the advocacy groups and
technical assistance that is available. Help him/her connect
with these agencies.

10) Severe or prolonged substance abuse can lead to residual
learning problems such as trouble with long or short term
memory, attention, visual-motor coordination or
concentration.

10) Such a student will need opportunities to overlearn, lots of
review, and opportunities to manipulate objects and concepts
concretely. Plan to use manipulatives and direct experiences as
much as possible.
16
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BACKGROUND

SUGGESTIONS

II. School History:
11 A, B, C) Lack of opportunity accounts for the
majority of educational underachievers (Kirk & Chalfant,
1984, p. 15). The gaps created by missing out on early
instruction or getting inappropriate instruction will only
multiply through the school years. Exclusion of
underachievement due to lack of opportunity is one of
the criteria for classification of learning disability under
the federal definition.

11 A, B, C) Someone who has a sketchy educational history
may simply need help filling in the gaps and may learn
readily with normal instruction; a person with a true learning
disability will not learn by normal instruction and will need
specific, unique instruction to learn the same material.

12) Retention in the primary grades is usually due to a
developmental lag or slow maturation; retentions later in
school probably reflect an academic lag. Ask learner to
give reason for retention if they remember.

12) Correlate these answers with information on developmental delays.

13) If the learner received any special education, have
him/her describe the strategies than worked for him/her
and those that did not in that setting.
14) There is evidence that learning disabilities run in
families. Siblings may have shared a particular problem;
ask about their educational progress to date.

15) Learners who have learning disabilities present a
distinctly uneven profile of abilities. This uneven
performance pattern can be manifested in academic
abilities, time of the day or year, according to emotional
states (stress and time constraints will magnify any
learning difficulty), or in all of these. It is interesting to
compare favorite subjects and grades received; the grades
were not always high. Try to get specifics about why the
student enjoyed a particular class; was it the teacher’s
style (see next question), the content, the projects
required, the classmates, etc.
16) Try to separate this concept, better learning
strategies, from the previous questions of favorite
subjects. Direct learner to issues of strategies,
techniques, memory tricks, teaching styles, etc.

13) Use the learner’s suggestions of what worked in the past
to guide your tutoring. Ask about specific strategies in each
learning area: spelling, reading, math, writing, studying,
organizing.
14) If the parent reports that a child has been tested and
diagnosed with a learning problem, it may give you an
opportunity to talk specifically about perceptual strengths and
weaknesses since the parent has been exposed to the
vocabulary and concepts through the testing processes of
his/her child. Additionally, some of the strategies you use
with the parent may in turn be a useful strategy for the
parent to teach his/her child.
15) An across-the board low performance profile is probably
not an indication of a learning disability but of either lack of
educational opportunity or low cognitive ability. If this low
performance profile is seen together with a constant habit of
asking for questions to be repeated, suspect a low cognitive
ability (Pacuilla, 1993).

16) Learning strategies are addressed in the following section,
but keep the learner’s knowledge about strategies in mind as
you ask questions #21 - 26. Does the learner have a
vocabulary to talk about learning? Does the learner take any
responsibility for own learning? Is a negative attitude about
school, teachers, or learning getting in the way of learning?
Does the learner seem to engage in learning or react to it
passively?
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BACKGROUND
III. Perceptual Strengths:

SUGGESTIONS

17) Encourage a student who responds positively to any of the
vision problems questions to have their vision checked.
Function of the eye is not necessarily tied to the processing of
what is seen. Many people who have good vision do not have
the visual processing skills (discrimination, memory,
tracking) in order to make the visual a strong channel for their
learning.

17) Eye strain or headaches may be symptoms of poor vision or
may be reactions to reading problems. If the visual channel is
weak and the auditory. strong, provide the learner verbal
explanations whenever possible. Encourage learner to read
directions, subtitles, checklists, etc. aloud to him/ herself rather
than simply looking over the text.

17A) Losing one’s place while scanning across a line of text is a
problem of visual tracking.

17B) Visual memory is tested by the presentation of the list of
symbols. Visual memory is important for recognizing and
reproducing letters, numbers, and words in writing and spelling.

17C.) Copying the figures tests visual-motor performance, a skill
necessary for perceiving letter differences and for handwriting.
This type of ability was found to be deficient among adults with
severe reading problems (Gottesman et al, 1996).
18) Good hearing is crucial to learning language. You can do an
informal check with a whisper test (see #6). Adequate hearing
does not equate with auditory learning capacity, however.
Some people who hear in the normal range are not able to
process language they hear clearly and/or quickly. This
auditory processing deficit makes auditory learning very
difficult
18B) Auditory discrimination is tested by the oral presentation
of the similar sounding words. This skill is crucial to hearing
the differences between words.
18C) Auditory memory is tested by the oral presentation of the
list of words with long breaks in between sounds. Auditory
memory is necessary for recognizing and reproducing spoken
language, such as following spoken directions.
18D) The ability to discriminate sounds within words and to
work with the component parts of words is crucial to
decoding skills. These abilities were found to be consistently
deficient in adults with severe reading difficulties (Gottesman
et al., 1996).
19) Attention is crucial to learning; without focused attention
on the task or concept presented, no learning can take place.
Problems with attention are common among people who do
not do well in the traditional school environment. Lapses in
attention during instruction will lead to lapses in memory and
knowledge of material afterwards.
20) It is not surprising that writing difficulties are typical
among learners with LD, given the complexity of the skills
involved. Watching a learner write a short piece can show you
volumes about his/her particular difficulties. Does the writer
write fluently or hesitantly? Where hesitations occur is crucial,
as is speed without accuracy or editing.

17A) Large print text might help with visual tracking (large print
can be made on a copier that enlarges, but be sure to maintain
degree of contrast and quality). Try also window slot cards
that slide across the line of text, and train better tracking with
shaped cloze exercises (see # 29).
17B) Less than 3 correct probably indicates a visual memory
weakness. Learning vocabulary by sight word or language
experience methods will probably not be effective. Try tracing
and multi-sensory methods, phonics, recorded readings, and
visual awareness by visualizing, and describing familiar places
like rooms, shelves, grocery store layouts, routes, etc. Try the
Lindamood-Bell Visualizing and Verbalizing strategy.
17C) Look for figures with a lack of integration and figures that
are rotated on the page; these problems are indicative of a
perceptual problem. You will need to spend time with this
student talking about figure characteristics or orientation.
18) Watch for students who turn their head to listen with one ear
or the other. You may want to position yourself during tutoring
so that you are speaking into their “good” ear. If the visual
channel is strong, give learners with auditory weakness lots of
visual aids, including writing down directions, tips, meetings
timers, etc.
18B) Less than 4 correct probably indicates an auditory
weakness. Try teaching vocabulary through sight words,
language experience, tracing, or multi-sensory methods.
18C) Less than 4 correct probably indicates an auditory memory
weakness. Try writing instructions down for the student to
follow, phasing out to having the student write instructions for
self, suggest audio taping lessons and spoken instructions.
Recreational listening to books on tape may help train both
listening and attention skills.
18D) Consider these fundamental auditory skills when
establishing present performance level to set the instructional
plan. Do segmentation tasks, syllabication and dictation.

19) Take the student’s response about attention limit into
consideration when tutoring. After 10- 15 minutes, change
tasks, allow for a stretch break, present something new, give the
learner a chance to lead the discussion, etc. Use a lot of
review, multi-channel instruction for each concept, and group
and teach similar concepts together in order to fill in gaps. If
learner is easily distracted, quiet music or noise may help keep
him/her on track. Have learner observe own performance.
20) Where a writer hesitates will clue you to which skill to
begin remediation.
- Does he/she have trouble thinking of an idea? Practice with
structured LEA exercises, also teach organization words like 18
first, then, last, etc. (see #21).
18

BACKGROUND

SUGGESTIONS

When evaluating spelling and writing from an emergent
reader/writer, turn to developmental guides to determine
stages of improvement. Some incorrect spelling attempts are
more correct than others, and progress usually follows a
predictable path to correct of conventional.

- Does he/she hesitate before spelling individual words?
Spelling may be biggest block. Teach spelling of high
frequency, high interest words, ask student to generate lists of
needed words. See also #29 for strategies.
- Does he/she stop in the middle of the word and have to look
back to see where he/she is? Try to determine with the student
if he/she has an attention problem (thought of, or was distracted
by, something else); memory problem (mind went blank); or
sequence problem (lost place while spelling); or relies on
auditory spelling (had to spell word to self). Attention and
memory problems can be addressed by various presentations of
material through different perceptual demands and many
opportunities for review. Sequence problems in spelling may be
remediated with tracing or multi-channel methods, asking
learner to transcribe his/her own thoughts off an audio tape, or
learning to type and/or use a word processor.
Spelling: One developmental spelling assessment sets the
stages of spelling as: pre-phonetic (scribbling, some letters);
semi-phonetic (writing is sometimes readable); phonetic
(sound-symbol correspondence fairly secure), transitional
(includes vowels, overgeneralizes rules); conventional (Woods.
Bos, & Mather, 1997).
21) Is the learner giving you very short and concrete,
unelaborated answers? If so, during instruction. guide the
student with questions (how, when, why, who, etc.) to help
him/her elaborate. Be sure to teach the task vocabulary you use
with this student so that he/she will understand the instructions.
Try doing exercises that combine short sentences into more
meaningful longer ones.
-Are the answers given formed in complete sentences, is the
verb tense correct, are the prepositions meaningful? If not,
work with this student on forming more complex answers and
understanding verb tenses and sequencing. Try using a
sentence guide like the Phelps (see Glossary).
- Does the student give coherent answers or is the information
jumbled and out of sequence? If jumbled, work with this student
on sequencing. Teach structure words such as first, then, last,
most importantly, etc. Try using a sentence guide like the
Phelps. Have the student sequence a series of pictures (cartoon
frames or seasonal photos) and describe the progression. Ask
the learner to retell stories heard and instructions given.
-Did the student explain the proverb illogically or with a literal
meaning? If so, this learner may need remediation of concept
formation skills. Help identify attributes of new concepts (ex:
epidemic), compare to past concepts and experiences (the
plague, a flu epidemic, polio, AIDS), relate new concepts to
matching past concepts or categories (wide-spread disease,
epidemic proportions).
-If you found yourself repeating many questions on this
screening, the learner may have a listening difficulty. This
learner may need external cues to focus attention. Example:
“Are you ready to listen?” He/She may not be able to form the
meaning mentally of what is heard; such a learner will need
guiding questions to cue them to visualize the material or
visualization exercises (see #17B).
-Encourage the student to keep a journal that is not graded but is
considered as part of his/her homework. Daily writing helps with
vocabulary development, thinking, and writing skills. Your
written responses should model the correct form of the writing
attempted by the student.

21) Good oral and written communication skills require
flexibility with and fluency in vocabulary levels (concrete to
abstract), grammar and form, sequencing, understanding
underlying meaning and ideas, listening comprehension, long
and short term recall of information, and selection of socially
appropriate language (Hoy & Gregg, 19S4). Difficulty in any
of these areas will lead to ineffective and awkward
communication and can indicate an underlying language
processing or thinking disorder which will interfere with
learning.
Try to identify which of the mentioned areas are a problem for
the learner. Use the entire interview to do so, not only these
five questions. Return to this suggestion section after the
interview to form a general impression of the student’s
language patterns.
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BACKGROUND
IV. Learning Strategies:

SUGGESTIONS

22 A-B) Years of failing in school and work often create
emotional problems to learning which exacerbate learning
difficulties. These can include overdependence on instructor,
quick discouragement, poor coping with frustration and poor
sense of self as learner (Harris & Sipay as reported in Lerner,
1985, p. 471).
23 A-B) Learners with learning disabilities typically do not use
the cognitive strategies employed by efficient learners; they need
help learning how to learn and study effectively and to widen
their repertoire of strategies that allow them independence and
competence in learning.

22 A-B) Be sure to begin instruction at the individual’s present
performance level and build slowly to create lots of success
opportunities and to emphasize the student's own efforts as
integral to the success. Example: “You worked really hard on
this project and you did a great job.”

24) Poor studying strategies lead to poor test results that set up
a cycle of failure. These learners need to go back and look at
what triggered the beginning of the cycle and remedy those
factors in their control. It has been found that self-esteem is a
factor in the ways students approach learning. A person with a
higher self-esteem will take a deeper, more assertive approach
to learning and actively rework material while someone with a
lower self-esteem will take a shallow, passive approach
(Schineck & McCarthy, 1988).

24) Talk to student about how he/she studied for a test. Did he/she
engage the information (such as rewriting or retelling the
material) or study passively (such as just looking at the material
for a long time)? Teach and model active, assertive study
strategies such as higher order word attack skills, like analyzing
roots, prefixes and suffixes; building relations between words on
a word list by writing a story, song, or rhyme using all of the
words; editing and correcting own writing for spelling and
grammatical errors; listing the important points; retelling the
concepts in own words; outlining the material; etc., and always
have student summarize what has been covered in each lesson
(Hamilton, 1983).

25) Experience is the richest resource for adult learning
(Lindeman, as quoted in Knowles.. 1984). Use it to help the
learner learn about him or herself. This is the first step to
taking responsibility for one’s own learning, a crucial link to
improving learning strategies and self-esteem.

25) Adults usually will have found a preferred mode of
approaching new information. Use this answer like a window
into this person’s style. Then, work on deficit areas from the
advantage of a strength. Example: If a learner has a good visual
memory but poor long term organizational skills, help
him/her organize with a large wall calendar that can be seen
every day.
A writer will likely want to write out vocabulary words.
Challenge with a cloze exercise (see #30).
An explainer will need to talk through new material or teach
it to someone else.
A book person will want to verify new ideas in multiple
resources.
A graphics person should be encouraged to draw pictures,
use a blackboard, make 3x5 cards for learning facts.
An underliner probably has a good visual memory and will
want to look at the page frequently. Color highlighting may work
well.
A re-reader may need to read the text aloud. Try also taping
the lesson and readings so he/she can read along with it.
An organizer must have a system already in place that you
can tap into.

26) Even though relational learning is difficult for people with
learning disabilities, the skill increases with age and more
experiences (Kidd, 1973, p. 46). Use this reported experience
to refer back to as you teach an improved strategy. Guide the
learner to rethink how approaching this project with the new
strategy might have helped the process.

26) Analyze this reported experience for style, strengths and
weaknesses. How did the learner begin? Where did her/she go
for information? What skills and knowledge must he/she
possess to have accomplished this task? Where did the
sequence break down (did he/she give up, not get the
information needed to continue, make a mistake and not return
to correct it, etc.)?

27) Listen! Encourage student to think carefully before
answering.

27) This may be your most informative answer yet. The most
20
common response from people with LD is, “It takes me a long
time.” How telling.
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23 A-B) If student reports disorganization, teach how to plan;
to question self about the material while he/she reads and
model this behavior. Example: Preview (look at pictures,
charts and read titles), Predict; PreRead (Read first paragraph
& adjust prediction if necessary), Read; Summarize.
Encourage the student to develop and practice mnemonics like
visualization, rhymes, acronyms, etc. (Lerner, 1985, p. 188).

BACKGROUND
V. Learning Styles:

SUGGESTIONS

28) Concentrating on a task requires focused attention;
stimuli that interferes with that attention are distractions.

28) Most people are more distracted by their weaker perceptual
channels. Example: If someone is already struggling to
distinguish the letters on the page, it may be easy to be
distracted by seeing other things going on nearby. Similarly, if
a non-auditory learner is listening to a recorded reading,
hearing other people talking may interfere with focused
listening.

29) Since the phone number is a spoken sequence, the answer
will clue you to this learner’s preferred auditory memory input
style.

29) A writer is using visual and kinesthetic modes.
A repeater, inner auditory.
A dialer, kinesthetic.
An imaginer, visualization.
A seer must have good visual memory and recall.
A hearer must have good auditory memory and recall.

30) Spelling a word usually begins with seeing the whole word
written on a page, so this answer will give you clues to the
learner’s memory process from a visual input mode.

30) A writer is using visual and kinesthetic modes.
A pretender, mainly kinesthetic.
A sayer, auditory.
A looker, visualization.
A natural, how lucky!
Teach spelling, don’t just test it! Try to find or develop
strategies that will work for this learner. Structured phonics
often works well for adult learners. Teach with word families
(night/light/bright/fight) and simple substitution drills (sat, pat,
mat, fat, cat, bat).
A visual learner may benefit from the shaped cloze technique
(hotel = ) or gradated cloze (one letter removed at a time:
effective, _ffective, e_fective, etc.), and color coded prefixes,
roots, pattern markers, etc.
An auditory learner needs to be taught to spell aloud in
syllables, to spell rhyming words, prefixes. suffixes, to build
words that can be combined into compounds.
With a kinesthetic learner, try the see-say tracing methods such
as the Slingerland or Fernald, the use of letter tiles and
commercial games, and teacher-made combining forms cards
for both compound nouns and Greek derived words.

Spelling is a task many learners simply avoid and they often
lack the strategies to learn to spell (Ross, 1988). Language
structure methods give the older learners quick success with
sophisticated vocabulary.
Be sure to teach students to use a spell checker and word
processor.

31) Following multiple step directions is the person with
learning disabilities’ downfall. A string of instructions may
result merely in the person getting overloaded and stressed out,
completing only the first or last step, or getting stuck on one
step and illogically repeating it. However, adults have naturally
improved upon their memory and thinking skills through their
experiences and generalizations (Flavell, as cited in Nesbit &.
Shucksmith, 1988, p. 41); even an adult with a severe learning
disability will have developed some compensatory tricks or
skills to circumvent their disability.

31) Good practice for working with most new learners is to give
short and precise instructions, giving only one piece at a time
and waiting for completion before continuing. If absolutely
necessary, multiple step directions should be written out in
short, check list or flow chart style, and the learner clued to
actually check off the steps as completed. (Do not black out the
steps on the list. Keep the print readable for future reference or
reuse.)

32) “Style refers to the traitlike consistency in one’s approach
to attending, perceiving, and thinking...the most sophisticated
style is no style at all but..versatility” (Schmeck, 1988, p. 8).
Respect reported styles, strategies, pace, place, and time
preferences as individual differences among learning increase
with age (Knowles, 1984).

32) Do not typecast a person irrevocably as one style. Help
challenge him or her to exercise ways of learning that are not as
easy. Do, however, present new material in ways that will
capitalize on strengths and be less stressful. Use weaker
channels for overlearning and creative extensions of a concept
taught (Torrance & Rockenstein, 1988). Encourage learner to
try new strategies. Example: A person who likes to listen to
music while working may learn vocabulary words more easily if
put to a rhythm or rhyme (capitalize on auditory strength). A
creative review might present cloze exercises or crossword
puzzles (challenge visual channel).
21
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Glossary
A
attention

the ability to select appropriately from a field of competing stimuli

audio taping

a study technique to reinforce auditory memory

auditory discrimination

the ability to distinguish sounds auditorily

auditory memory

the ability to remember sounds heard in order to recall or reproduce them

auditory processing

the ability to make sense of and mentally manipulate sounds heard. A deficit in this area is
often called a deficit in listening skills

C
cloze

a technique for training visual memory and discrimination

color coding

a technique for training attention and tracking

communication

transmitting and receiving a message

compensation

the ability to use a strategy to overcome a weakness

comprehension

understanding information; being able to synthesize it and use it

concentration

the ability to keep attention focused

concept

an organizing idea; a category

D
developmental

equating an adult or a disabled learner’s acquisition of a skill, such as spelling, to a non-disabled
child’s acquisition of the same skill

directionality

the ability to perceive the directional differences between characters or figures

K
kinesthetic

the perceptual modes of touch and movement

L
language

the use of words to express oneself, broader than speech which refers to sound production

language experience approach

a method of presenting a story starter like a picture or question for a learner to dictate or write a
story around. The product is then used for reading and/or spelling instruction

language structure approach

a method of teaching spelling that relies heavily on Latin and Greek forms and direct
instruction in how words are formed from roots (see the Words series by Marcia Henry)

laterality

a person’s inner sense of directionality and orientation in space. See also, directionality

Lindamood-Bell

a visualization training technique that aims to improve reading and listening comprehension

M
manipulatives

objects that can be handled in order to teach a concept

memory

short term = 24 hours or less; long term = over 24 hours

mnemonic

memory strategy

multi-channel

a task that uses more than one perceptual channel at once. Examples include the Fernald and
Slingerland spelling and writing methods, tracing on sandpaper or other rough medium,
arranging letter tiles. See also, multi-sensory

multi-sensory

a task that creates sensations in more than one perceptual channel simultaneously
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Glossary Continued

O
overlearning

a review and practice of previously mastered material until the skill is automatic

P
perception

the psychological operation of deriving meaning from sensation

Phelps

Phelps Sentence Guide, a horizontal grid of 10 categories to guide sentence construction with
such headings as Who?, Did?, What?, to Whom/What?, etc.

phonics

a method of teaching reading and spelling that focuses on the component letter sounds
and spelling rules

R
recorded readings

passages of text that are read slowly in natural phrasing onto audio tapes for learner to listen to
and follow along with the print. Popularized by Marie Carbo.

remediation

strategies to re-teach someone a skill that was not mastered previously

reversals

the phenomenon of reversing the direction of letters (b/d, now/won, etc.) in reading or writing

S
self-esteem

how one perceives his/her own abilities

segmentation

breaking words into component sounds (smaller units than syllables), done orally (see the
Writing / Reading /Spelling by Skinner and Tucker-LaPlount)

sequence

the natural order in which events occur

sight word

a word that is known as a whole and does not have to be decoded; a teaching method of reading
that focuses on learning whole words

slot cards

index cards with a small window cut in them that are slid across a line of text allowing only
one word or phrase to be read at a time; used for training visual tracking, reinforcing left-right
progression, and forcing attention to decoding

T
tracing

a method of teaching handwriting skills or spelling by having learner trace over letter models;
sometimes on rough surfaces, like sandpaper, or over crayon

V
visual memory

the ability to recall and reproduce something seen

visual tracking

the ability to follow a moving object or follow a line of text without breaking visual contact

visual-motor

eye-hand coordination

visualization

the ability to create a meaningful mental picture of an idea read or heard

25

